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Delivering high environmental quality, affordable housing in Poland 
 

 
In 1990ôs Polandôs previous communist and centrally planned economy changed to liberal 

democracy and a market based system. These changes have transformed all aspects of the 

Polish society. Polish cities began a phase of dynamic economic, social and spatial 

restructuring made possible by an opening of market economy, growing global competitive  

pressures and the increased freedom to locate new activities. 

In June 2009 Poland has celebrated the 20th anniversary of free parliamentary elections to 

first post-socialistic Polish parliament (1989) - turning point in political and economical 

changes. During all decade of 80ties one of the most important issue were requirements 

concerning improvements of life conditions - more new flats, more healthy and traditional 

shaped urban environments, more individuality in housing. In that time, of real deep 

economical crises and state almost monopole in housing sector, shortages have rise in 

Poland the numbers of lacking flats into over 3 millions. The waiting time to get stateôs 

assignment for independent flat grows longer, even into 20 years. New flats in multi-family 

houses were built in prefabricated technologies (slabs, panels) of very poor quality. 

Modernistic mono structural housing districts, large-scale estates, very soon became 

symbols of socialistic cities ï socialistic ñno hopeò lifeôs style. Moving out from disliked areas 

and turning down the ñpanel buildingsò became a common wish majority of society truly has 

believed in. As well as they have deeply believed that maximal liberalization of housing 

market and planning procedures will result in rapid increase of quantity in housing, higher 

urban quality of new districts and growing economy (freedom meant - administrative barrier 

free activity for private sector). From day to day flat has changed officially its status ï from 

object of state distribution to the commercial good. 

 
 

Figure 1 ï Housing stock built before 1945 in Gdansk  
Source: Gdansk Development Agency 2006 
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Figure 2 ï Urban development and development of residential areas in Gdansk 
Source: Barbara Marchwicka 2008 

 
 

Figure 3 ï Percentage of dwellings occupied by 2 and more households in Gdansk 
Source: Gdansk Development Agency 2006 

 

After 20 years, in the middle of actual global economical crises, we could observe how 

fundamental system changes has influenced housing environment of polish cities and how 

far people expectations became fulfilled. Data shows radical quantitative change: Poland has 

ca. 13 Mio (2007) housing units and ca. 14,3 Mio households (with ca. 2,6 family members), 

it means that still min. 1,3 Mio families need independent flat. In last 3 years increase in 

construction of new housing units was very high 415 000  (in the same time the number 

households increased by 300 000), mainly due to commercial tender (individuals and 

developers). In first 6 month of 2009 commercial developers in Poland have build 37 768 

housing units (47,1% of all housing production in the country and 23,3% more than in 2008). 

In the same time results of individual private investors were 34 285 units and only 2 757 units 

of social (communal) housing and other public supported forms of housing. 12.359 new flats 

were build in Gdansk in 6 month of 2008/2009 (shortly before global crises) there for: 451 

units by cooperatives, 5411 units individual private investors for own use, 6211 units 

commercial developers and only 286 units of social (communal) housing and other public 

supported forms of housing. The volume of prices in Gdansk for sq m of new average quality 
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housing surface balance in 2008/2009 around 2000 Euro. High prices in relation to the 

standards (low quality of public-space) are illustrating as well housing needs and narrow 

spectrum of choice on Polish ñaffordable housingò market. The increasing disproportions in 

housing standards are more and more visual in the city landscape what could turn today 

social mixed Polish cities into the social segregation model. Already every new housing 

complex offered on the market is forming kind of gated community ï being surrounded by 

fence and 24h guarded. 

 

In that context the important question appears what could we understand under qualification 

ñaffordable housing in Polandò? There are two options: flat located in unpleasant housing 

estate from 70ties with all urban social infrastructure plagued into the public transportation 

net or small wooden house built with lot of own work in far urban periphery with undeveloped 

technical infrastructure and no social and commercial service net. 

 

After damages caused in cities by the II WW, nearly 70% of the population still lives in mono-

structures from 70ôs. Panel building estates, huge post-socialistic cooperatives, like Gdansk-

Przymorze (over 16 000 flats) are to certain degree already privatized. Flats were sold to itsô 

inhabitants and are taking part in regular housing market exchange. Polish prefabricated 

large scale estates are still in 100% inhabited and to some degree refurbished. One cannot 

compare this situation with Eastern Germany where large scale housing estates became in 

last decade depopulated and one by one are knocked down. Today social acceptation for 

this kind of housing in Poland is still very good, what is illustrated in market values: 1 sq m in 

ñslab buildingò costs in Gdansk approx. 1000 Euro. On the other hand examples of effective, 

compact urban regeneration of residential areas are rare in Poland. The programs are mostly 

limited to small historic inner-city urban tissue. 

  

 
 

Figure 4 ï Large scale housing district Gdansk-Przymorze  
Source: Paweğ Roman 2006 
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Figure 5 ïGdansk South ïnew housing district  
Source: Paweğ Roman 2009 

 

There is only one question, how long the actual relatively good social condition of Polish 

modernistic housing districts will last without any radical refurbishments? All knowledge 

about revitalization processes in large-scale estates indicates that the key factor in that 

process is prophylaxis - transformation before housing area become devastated and socially 

degraded. How long public sector in Poland could avoid involvement of supporting radical 

changes in main affordable housing stock towards new standards fitting various life style 

expectations of new generations? 

 

Polish public administration officially recognized these structures as private properties 

representing regular quality standards of housing, in stabile urban structures. That is why 

there are no efficient policies and instruments supporting rehabilitation programs of these 

areas neither on national nor regional levels. Popular in the 90ôs thermo-renovation financing 

support shouldnôt be the substitute to such programs. This argument ï private property ï 

doesnôt allow using any EU financing for refurbishments in modernistic large-scale housing 

estates. EU financial programs have been in last 20 years always the most important impulse 

to pick up problems which need any public financial support. Lack of implementation 

possibilities has stopped in Poland even theoretical research and study works on topics 

concerning urban transformation of large-scale housing estates. 

 

Issue of large-scale housing estates could not be limited only to the socialistic heritage. 

Since 1989 new housing developments build on the city outskirts could be recognized as a 

new housing mono structure. In the beginning of 90ties, lack of strict urban regulations for 

rapid urbanization greenfields has started urban sprawl. The phenomena which did not 

occurred before in Poland. Once again like in 70ties defective city districts, this time total 


